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Public Health Information 
Architecture: A Framework

• Ensure people have intuitive and useful access to 
public health information when, where and how it is 
needed:
– Use a shared vocabulary to describe and classify information 

(Session 4D)
– Aggregate, organize and store information such that it is 

useful and accessible through multiple channels & devices 
(Web, kiosk, blackberry, phone, etc..) 

– Enable the delivery of content to the person, not relying only 
on the person coming to the content.



Objectives

• For the past year, CDC has been working internally to 
describe and implement a vision for the organization 
and delivery of information to the public and with its 
partners.

• Today, we would like to broaden the scope of this effort 
to solicit and include partners’ reviews, comments, and 
needs in order to evolve and refine this new 
information strategy.



Information Dissemination 
for the Public

• Finding information at the new CDC Web site

• Delivering content that is accessible to the 
public – translations and literacy levels

• Enabling partners to quickly and easily 
incorporate CDC content within their context

• Keeping partners informed of the latest 
additions and changes to CDC information



Current Site

• Received approximately 43,375,000 page requests in 
March 2003

• Contains approximately 130,000 static pages

• Based on Neilsen’s Netratings, CDC is one of the most 
frequently visited sites for public health information, 
especially in a public health emergency



Challenges - Finding 
Information

• Currently, the primary information structure of 
the site mirrors the organizational structure of 
CDC
– It is difficult for the public and partners to locate 

information
– May not receive a cohesive presentation of all CDC 

content about a particular topic



Topic-centered Organization
• Visitors intuitively look for content by topics
• By organizing by topics, a site bring cross-organization content 

together in one “topical area”. For example, water safety:
NCID/DPD: Healthy Swimming

NCIPC: Drowning Prevention

NIOSH: Lifeguard 
Safety

NCIPC: Lifeguard 
effectiveness

MMWR: Drownings at Army 
Corp Recreation Facilities



Search Challenges
• Current CDC search solution is an excellent example 

of a non-information architecture approach. A search 
result for ‘folic acid’ returns:

• #1 A scanned image of a newspaper article
• #2 A map of Cameron County, Texas
• #3 A page if you answered the wrong question on the folic 

acid quiz
• . . .
• #17 Folic acid home page 



Search Challenges

• Current search bases relevancy on frequency of words 
within the document

• No integration with a thesaurus to ‘normalize’ and 
associate terminology or to correct misspellings:
– Top search term for December 2002 – Anthrax
– 2nd top term antrax
– 5th top search term antrak



Envisioned Search

• Content should be ascribed with metadata with values drawn from 
a controlled vocabulary to classify and describe the content

• Search engines should integrate with the controlled vocabulary to 
“normalize” search terms, correct misspellings, and associate 
relevant and synonymous terms

• Search results should be integrated with the topic navigation to
augment visitor’s ability to find the most relevant information

• Search experience should support the most common tasks that 
users perform



Delivering Content 
Accessible to the Public

• There is a need for content in multiple languages and multiple 
literacy levels
– Scientific and “plain language”
– Multiple languages based on context (e.g. Chinese for SARs)

• Of course, this presents additional challenges. Multiple versions of 
the same content require synchronization:
– Need to ensure source and its translations are continuously in 

synch. Not only within the CDC, but also at partners

Public Health sites are now frequently accessed by the public. As 
such:



Delivering Accessible 
Content to the Public

In the next year, CDC will have in place:
• Multilingual Translations

– Translation of content into dozens of the most 
spoken languages in the US and across the world.

• Consumer Content
– (initiative goal) To provide an easy way for 

consumers to access useful and actionable health 
information from or through CDC

– Possibility of syndication in the future



CDC Content into Multiple 
Contexts and Formats

• Content delivered from the CDC tends to be:

– Unstructured. As such, it is difficult to determine, in an 
automated fashion, the different parts of the content (i.e. title, 
abstract, recommendation, summary, etc.)

– Proprietary or HTML format – it is difficult to translate, in an 
automated fashion, the content to another format, especially if 
you do not have the program that reads the format the 
content was saved in.



CDC Content into Multiple 
Contexts and Formats

• Deliver content in a structured format that allows 
partners through standards-based technologies to 
quickly repurpose content to meet their needs.

– Content to be stored and distributed as XML (eXtensible
Markup Language)

– Partners can use XSLT (eXtensible Stylesheet Language 
Transformation) to add partner-specific information fairly 
seamlessly and quickly

– For example, the ability to add state or local health provider 
contact information and place the content in brochure format 
suitable for printing by running a simple script



Keeping Partners Informed

• How do you know that information on a particular topic 
has been:
– Published
– Removed from publication (errata, refined)
– Modified

• Lack of a consistent, proactive method for discovering 
new, removed, or refined content



Keeping Partners Informed

• As content is published and/or updated, 
partners are notified in the appropriate 
manner and information repositories are 
updated, as appropriate.
– Alerts
– Self-subscribed notifications
– Content syndication/Web Services



In Summary

• Content will be easier to find by browsing as well as searching

• A topic will aggregate multiple resources across the CDC and will 
be accessible from multiple places (i.e. search, indexes, cross-
linking, primary navigation) 

• Content will be available in multiple languages and reading levels

• Content will be structured as XML to allow rapid repurposing by 
partners to different contexts and formats

• Processes will be in place to notify partners of additions and 
modifications to content

• Partners will have the ability to syndicate CDC content



Final Looks. . .

1996 Home page

Today’s Home Page Draft Possible Home Page


